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From Fallout to Floods
Thrash Metal’s Soundtrack  

to the End Times

Listening to music is typically associated 
with dancing, unwinding, or celebration. 
But beneath the surface of some genres  
‒ particularly metal, and more speci"cally 
thrash metal ‒ lurks a starkly di#erent 
register: confrontation with global anni-
hilation. What begins as aggressive noise 
quickly reveals itself as a soundtrack to 
nuclear dread.

Cold War Anxieties and  
Thrash’s Birth

Blow the universe into nothingness
Nuclear warfare shall lay us to rest1

$e example above is just one of many. 
$is comes from Metallica’s Ride the Light-
ning (1984) album, which addresses topics 
like the death penalty and depression, as 
well as biblical and Lovecraftian themes. 

In 1988’s …And Justice for All, the opener 
‘Blackened’ struck a similar tone:

Smoldering decay
Take her breath away
Millions of our years

In minutes disappears 2

But it was not just one band that had such 
lyrics. Megadeth (named after “mega-
death”, the term used to quantify casualties 
on a massive scale, speci"cally, one million 
deaths, as might occur in a nuclear war) 
had a song called ‘Set the World A"re’ (So 
Far, So Good… So What!, 1988), Slayer 
sang about ‘Chemical Warfare’ (Haunting 
!e Chapel, 1984), Iron Maiden had the 
Doomsday Clock ticking in ‘2 Minutes to 
Midnight’ (Powerslave, 1986) and Nuclear 
Assault made it quite obvious with their 
name. While other genres had their share 
of anti-nuclear war songs too, none made 
it more explicit than metal bands. Nena 
sang about balloons, and Frankie Goes 
to Hollywood’s ‘Two Tribes’ video clip, 
depicting US President Reagan and Soviet 
leader Chernenko "ghting in a ring, felt 
more ridiculing than serious. However, 

the Cold War situation in the early 1980s 
was more than serious.

$e year 1983 might not "gure as the most 
well-known year of the Cold War, but it 
was the one where the world came closest 
to nuclear annihilation. $e NATO exer-
cise Able Archer was not publicly known 
at the time, but the Soviets had mistaken 
the exercise for an actual military opera-
tion and had their "nger hovering over 
the nuclear retaliation button. $e "ery 
rhetoric of Reagan vis-à-vis the USSR, the 
Korean airliner that was mistaken for a 
US spy plane and shot down by the Sovi-
ets, and the fact that new Soviet leader 
Andropov mainly was known for his time 
as head of the KGB, contributed to a per-
ceived heightened Cold War tension by 
the general population.

Punk Roots, Political Anger

$is Cold War tension was also felt by 
musicians and coincided with the emer-
gence of new subgenres within the metal 
genre, such as thrash and death metal. 
$rash metal has its roots in punk, itself 
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known for making bold political state-
ments. However, thrash metal added even 
more speed and traditional heavy metal 
elements, such as extended guitar solos 
and double bass drumming. $is resulted 
in a more technical, complex genre than 
punk had been. At the same time, it was 
far more aggressive than traditional genres 
like heavy metal or its cousin, NWOBHM 
(new wave of British heavy metal). $is 
new genre and its songs became the per-
fect conveyor for aggressive and candid 
lyrics. While few bands took straightfor-
ward political stances, they did address 
geopolitical issues with their lyrics. At this 
new height of the Cold War in 1983, sing-
ing about nuclear annihilation felt "tting 
when paired with a genre that was hectic, 
dark, technical, and aggressive.

At the end of the Cold War, lyrical themes 
shifted away from the nuclear war scenario, 
but thrash bands would still address issues 
of concern in current a#airs. Megadeth 
sang about the wars in the Middle East in 
‘Holy Wars… $e Punishment Due’ (Rust 
in Peace, 1990). Slayer’s ‘War Ensemble’ 
(Seasons in the Abyss, 1990) addressed war 
propaganda and war crimes in its lyrics. 
Others addressed religious issues like sects 
(Machine Head – ‘Davidian’ from Burn 
My Eyes, 1994) or moneymaking televan-
gelists (Death – Spiritual Healing). And 
while the immediate nuclear threat was 
gone, lyrics would now address the prob-
lematic of atomic energy and the disasters 
they can engender.

Thrash and Environmentalism

Chernobyl undoubtedly played a 
signi"cant role in the anti-nuclear energy 
movement, and some thrash metal bands 
also adopted this sentiment. Nuclear 
Assault’s "rst album features an atom 
bomb explosion on the cover, aptly titled 
Game Over. $eir second album is called 
Survive, which depicts a nuclear power 
plant likely experiencing a meltdown, 
with a devilish skull hovering above. 
However, the third album, titled Handle 
with Care, simply features Planet Earth 
on the cover. Released in 1989, it makes 
an obvious allusion to the dangers of 
pollution. Nuclear Assault preceded Al 
Gore’s Earth in the Balance: Ecology and 
the Human Spirit by three years.

Slightly insane, the type of greed
!at makes a world un"t for life

Toxic wastes destroy the seas
While poison gas pollutes the air 3

More importantly, the song shifts its focus 
from nuclear catastrophes to the ongoing 
pollution a#ecting Earth. In the same 
year, Testament released Practice What 
You Preach, and the cover artwork appears 
more aligned with the song ‘Greenhouse 
E#ect’ than with the title track. $e art-
work depicts soil ravaged by drought, 
polluted air, and human "gures sprout-
ing from the soil, though they’re already 
cracked and barren. Obituary’s World 
Demise (1994) cover artwork illustrates a 
desolate industrial wasteland, where fac-
tories emit pollution into the atmosphere. 
$e video clip for the single ‘Don’t Care’ 
makes the activist message they wish to 
convey unmistakably clear while the cho-
rus screams out the indi#erence that many 
(still) harbour toward climate change and 
environmental pollution.

I don’t care what they say!
I don’t care! I’ll do what I want! 4

Beyond Thrash: Broader Metal 
Responses

Pop Music would also feature some songs 
addressing climate change and environ-
mental pollution, with Michael Jackson’s 
‘Earth Song’ being the most notable 
example. Honourable mentions would be 
Midnight Oil’s ‘Beds Are Burning’ (Diesel 
and Dust, 1987), although mostly about 
Aboriginal land rights in Australia, but a 
big hit, nonetheless. However, just like 
with the Cold War-themed pop songs, 
they would not convey the urgency of the 
crisis. $ey lacked the explicitness of the 
lyrics of metal bands, which was further 
underlined by the cover artwork and the 
very heavy music.

$e most mainstream metal band that 
had an activist agenda was System Of A 
Down, and it is appropriate to speak of 
activism here because their entire albums 
covered social injustice, war, environmen-
tal pollution, people’s disconnection from 
socialising and nature to the bene"t of TV 
and internet. It was not just one album 
that stood out, it was the entire lyrical 
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concept. $e success of nu metal in the 
late 1990s and early 2000s made sure that 
System Of A Down were on permanent 
rotation and widely heard, also outside of 
the metal genre.

However, nowadays the most famous 
metal band which openly addresses cli-
mate change is Gojira, propelled onto mil-
lions of TV screens as part of the opening 
ceremony of the Paris Olympic Games 
2024. $ey performed a metal version 
of the French revolutionary song Ah! Ça 
ira! from 1790. However, they are gen-
erally known for their engaging lyrics on 
topics such as climate change, pollution, 
and whaling, further cemented by their 
support for Sea Shepherd, a marine con-
servation and activism organisation. To 
expect large crowds singing “plastic bag in 
the sea” from their song ‘Toxic Garbage 
Island’ is probably least expected from 
outsiders to the genre. Or more explicitly, 
in their song ‘Global Warming’ from their 
magnum opus From Mars To Sirius.

A world is down, and none can rebuild it
Disabled lands are evolving

My eyes are shut, a vision is dying
My head explodes, and I fall in disgrace 5

At the most extreme end of both lyr-
ics and music sits Cattle Decapitation, 
which has always featured environmen-
tally conscious lyrics, initially focusing 
primarily on human overconsumption 
and the consumption of meat. However, 
their last three albums have drawn their 
lyrical inspiration from the anthropocene 
and the impact of humanity on planet 
Earth. Cattle Decapitation is not known 
to mince words: 

We’re coming from everywhere
A promethean infestation,  
anthropomorphic invasion

!at’s born from "re, roach-like survivor
Returned to consume and populate  

terra "rma occupier 6

Brighton’s Architects might be a more 
accessible band to listen to, as they blend 
metal with pop elements like catchy cho-
ruses and accessible song structures, but 
the lyrics are straightforward. From 2021’s 
For !ose !at Wish To Exist, this is ‘Black 
Lungs’:

What would you do to stay alive
If the planet was burning?

You wanna make your hell a reality?
Black lungs for the young if they dare to 

breathe 7

Why Thrash Endures as Dissent

$rash metal’s activist lyrics in the 1980s 
and 1990s, addressing issues of climate 
change and war, have expanded into 
other subgenres of metal, too. With the 
Cold War seemingly creeping back into 
the world, marked by growing East-
West tensions and unpredictable leaders 
on both sides of the globe, so has thrash 
metal reclaimed its classic lyrical themes; 
case in point: Warbringer. The name 

leaves little room for interpretation, but 
while the "rst albums seemed to use war as 
a "tting theme for the music, the last two 
albums felt much more serious. Weapons 
of Tomorrow (2020) and Wrath and Ruin 
(2025) are characterised by darker lyrics 
accompanied by sombre songwriting. 
Additionally, the character of our times 
makes these albums feel di#erent.

$e question worth asking is, why do 
thrash metal bands rely on these lyrics? 
Most other metal subgenres have carved 
out their lyrical themes, which do not 
dwell on current a#airs and societal issues. 
However, no other genre is more directly 
influenced by punk in its roots than 
thrash. It was the punk attitude that made 
thrash acts stand out from their heavy 
metal peers. $eir anger about Cold War 
politics felt genuine, so did their anger 
about heroin, the death penalty, war, and 
pollution. $e latter escaped the genre 
and spread to other subgenres, to little 
surprise. $e environmental catastrophe 

has been unfolding before our eyes for 
decades. Every heatwave, drought, %ood, 
and natural disaster that is met with indif-
ference by politicians only reinforces the 
urge to speak out.

Unlike punk bands or grindcore acts 
like Napalm Death or Nasum, it is hard 
to pinpoint a political agenda for thrash 
metal acts. Partisanship has not tran-
scended much into thrash metal, while 
other subgenres embraced political agen-
das (industrial metal, grindcore, black 
metal) or remained completely apolitical 
(doom metal, death metal, power metal), 
although there are always exceptions to 
the norms. In that sense, thrash metal’s 
non-partisan critique of power and the 
abuse of it is rather unique. $rash metal’s 
emergence at the height of the Cold War 
might well have contributed to this lyrical 
approach. It must be noted that bands are 
typically composed of four to "ve people, 
and that their political views don’t neces-
sarily align. In that case, non-partisanship 
is not surprising, but the usual solution 
to that conundrum is to remain com-
pletely apolitical in the lyrics, which is 
not the case for thrash metal. It is angry 
and expresses dissent; it values rebellion 
as a stance, not a solution. Unlike punk 
or industrial metal, it doesn’t o#er blue-
prints; it o#ers a howl. $is is rebellion, 
not as a programme, but as a moral orien-
tation: a commitment to call out absurd-
ity, hypocrisy, and power without signing 
up for anyone’s party. Much in line with 
Testament’s ‘Practice What You Preach’, 
but going even further by saying: Don’t 
you dare to preach if you don’t practice 
anything. 
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!eir anger about Cold War 
politics felt genuine, so did their 

anger about heroin, the death 
penalty, war, and pollution.
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